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"THE PRIMROSE WAY"
John Bunyan's
The Lifo
Death of Mr, Badman
and the Picaresque
James Gregory Randall

narrative action, economical dialogue, and dramatic
confrontation in his cautionary tale of a sinner bound
'ViXlfor Hell, The Life and Death of Mr. Badman, John
Bunyan adopts many features of the popular picaresque
tradition, employing secular means to examine the way of
unholy living. Although there are no direct references to, or
quotations from, any of the translations of those Spanish
forbears of the English picaresque. La vida de Lazarillo de
Tormes (1554) by an unknown author, Mateo Aleman's
Guzman de Alfarache (1599-1604), and Quevedo's La vida de
Buscon (1626), one can perhaps assume, given the immense
popularity of the genre, that Bunyan would have heard others
speak about it. Paul Salzman explains just how well received
the picaresque was in seventeenth-century England in his
description of the publishing history of Lazarillo and Guzman-.
167
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Mabbe's Lazarillo was translated into English in 1576 by
David Rowland...After a second printing in 1596, this
translation went through eight editions in the course of
the following century, while the English translation of
Guzman went through seven—an indication of how
eagerly the Spanish picaresque novel was read and
assimilated.'
Probably, the young Bunyan could not have afforded a copy of
James Mabbe's four-volume The Rogue (1626), an English
translation of Mateo Aleman's Guzman^ but his familiarity
with the picaresque is seen in the picaresque-like narrative of
Mr. Badman, suggesting once again that Bunyan was very much
a thoughtful man of his times and is not to be dismissed as a
closed-minded religious extremist.
As will be seen from a brief look at Bunyan's The Life and
Death of Mr. Badman and Mabbe's The Rogue, Bunyan easily
adapts the picaresque to his tale of Mr. Badman. The parallels
between the two works are obvious, the differences entirely
appropriate to Bunyan's didactic intent, and his variations of
the picaresque especially forceful. In Literature and the
Delinquent, Alexander Parker outlines some of the similarities
between Bunyan's work and Aleman's. Both have a dualistic
structure with a narrative outlining the life of the protagonist
from birth until death. Interspersed throughout each narrative
are didactic comments on the extent of the protagonist's
wickedness and exclamations of astonishment at his insolence.
Both works condemn secular literature and emphasize the
quotidian nature of original sin. As well, the protagonists
marry twice, once for money and once as a judgment from
God. Both are merchants who go bankrupt, and both feign a
' Paul Salzman, English Prose Fiction 1358-1700: A Critical History, (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1985), 207.
^ James Mabbe, trans. The Rogue, or the Life of Guzman de Alafarache Written in
Spanish by Matheo Aleman, ed. James Fitzmaurice-Kelly (London: Constable, 1924).
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change in behavior: Guzman assumes a veneer of sanctity,
while Badman only pretends to repent.'
Though similar in many respects, the differences between
Guzman and Mr. Badman serve only to underscore Bunyan's
desire to educate the saints and warn sinners of impending
judgment. Bunyan's characterization of his protagonist varies
significantly from Aleman's of his picaro who
says more than he should; he reveals an inner being
more tormented by the past than comforted in the
present. Guzman recognizes the correct course of action
and strays from it. He similarly determines a discursive
course and deviates from it, as feeling overcomes reason.
Through word and deed, he intimates that it is hard to be
good in a world that repeatedly treats him badly.
Guzman's self-image—and the central motif of his
narrative—is that of victim.^
Badman also says more than he means or should, his language
revealing exactly who and what he is. His swearing, cursing,
blasphemy, lying, and verbal abuse of all who cross him are
New Testament indicators of what is in his heart. By Badman's
words and actions, God's judgment upon him as a reprobate is
well justified. Unlike Guzman, Badman is neither tormented
by the past nor comforted by the present. He suffers some
discomfort at times, but is not taken aback for long. When he
comes near death, he relaxes temporarily his wicked resolve to
do evil in the sight of God and man, treating his wife well.
Comforted by his change of heart and change in behavior, Mrs.
Badman is devastated when he returns to his wicked ways, his
will to sin renewed as his strength returns. By refusing to
' Alexander A. Parker, Literature and the Delinquent; The Picaresque Novel in Spain
and Europe 1599-1753 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1967), 101.
* Edward H. Friedman, The Antiheroine's Voice: Narrative Discourse and
Transformations of the Picaresque (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1987),
34.
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repent, Badman willfully chooses to remain as he was. Change,
variation, and progress are all part of the Christian condition,
while stasis is profane and inimical to the law of God. For
Badman, unlike Guzman, being good is never an issue, and he
glories in his role as a predator taking advantage of any one
unfortunate enough to have dealings with him.
Bunyan's didactic objective, though differing in technique, is
essentially the same as Aleman's. As Ben Jonson attests in his
poem introducing Mabbe's The Rogue-.
this Spanish Proteus; who, though writ
But in one tongue, was formed with the world's wit:
And hath the noblest marke of a Good Booke,
That an ill man dares not securely looke.
Upon it, but will loathe or let it passe.
As a deformM face doth a true glasse.®
Bunyan establishes a pattern for Mr. Badman's experience as a
man who knows the truth, willfully rejects it, deliberately sins,
experiencing fully the wrath of God in judgment—the central
motif of this narrative. Moving very quickly from a state of
relative childhood innocence to moral culpability, the young
Badman chooses to sin in spite of all he knows to be true; his
appetite for sin is insatiable, he is rapacious, and he is hungry
for that which he should not have.
The knowledge that Badman gains from his rebellion against
God is that of the flesh and the devil, so that paradoxically the
more he learns, the less he is ultimately able to see and know.
Badman does not realize how lucky he is under his first master,
and suffers under the domination of his second. He does not
understand that his companions want his company only for his
money, and so he becomes an exploited Jack-pay-for-all. In his
marriages, Badman is as ignorant of the blessing of his first wife
as he is deaf to the cursing of his second. By his choices,
The Rogue, I: 31.
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Badman blinds himself to the truth, at his death suffering the
ultimate consequence of his decisions: a conscience at ease and
eternal damnation in the wings.
Bunyan's use of the picaresque in Mr. Badman has been long
disputed. While attesting that Ernest Baker "indignantly
dismissed" Frank W. Chandler's classification of Mr. Badman as
a picaresque novel in 1899, Parker insists that since Baker's day
"nobody, as far as I know, has placed Mr Badman into the
context of the picaresque tradition."^ Published in the same
year as Baker's History of the English Novel, however, James
Blanton Wharey's article "Bunyan's Mr. Badman and the
Picaresque Novel" demonstrates that there are parallels between
Mr. Badman and the picaresque.^ Alexander Blackburn
dismisses Parker's defence of Chandler, emphasizing that Mr.
Badman "presents neither a trickster nor a novelistic kind of
society. Mr. Badman is a generic portrait of a sinner, a vile
body depicted from on high.* Salzman, in contrast to
Blackburn, returns with some qualification to the views held by
both Chandler and Wharey. By suggesting that Badman as a
character is related to the picaresque, Salzman sums up the most
recent attitude adopted by critics of Mr. Badman and the
picaresque.' There are many features in Mr. Badman that are
not conventionally picaresque; however, Bunyan interlaces Mr.
Badman with many picaresque qualities, warning those who
might be tempted to tread "the primrose way to th' everlasting
bonfire."'®
Characterized by one of the most apparent features of the
picaresque, the narrative of Mr. Badman's life is episodic,
' Parker, Literature and the Delinquent, 101.
' James Blanton Wharey, "Bunyan's Mr. Badman and the Picaresque Novel,"
University cf Texas Studies in English 4 (1924): 49-61.
* Alexander Blackburn, The Myth of the Picaro; Continuity and Transformation of
the Picaresque Novel 1554-1954 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1979), 99.
' Paul Salzman, English Prose Fiction 1558-1700: A Critical History (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1985), 249.
Macbeth H. iii. 19-21.
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following the course in which his dissembling becomes so
pervasive that he even deceives himself. The seemingly
unstructured, episodic plot of the narrative follows the course
of Badman's wrong doings, culminating in his spiritual
blindness and eventual damnation. Mr. Wiseman elaborates a
few incidents from each of the major periods of Badman's life.
These incidents appear unrelated, but the sins that they typify
expand from a childish toying with trifles (i.e., the raiding of
gardens) to commercial deception and the abuse of his wife.
While a youngster, he breaks God's moral law by first lying to
his parents and then graduating to thievery. His civil crimes at
first are inconsequential, but, as he grows older, they become
more serious. Badman's behavior, though reprehensible, is not
surprising. He is a paradigm of the unredeemed and a
reprobate. Wiseman tells Attentive that Badman was "notori
ously infected with Original corruption."" The extent of his
wickedness is not seen in the variety of sins that he is guilty of
committing, but in the nature of his state before God; that
Badman is damned one can see from the "cloud of witnesses"
throughout his life—the desires of his heart, his words, and his
actions—and, as a consequence, he is fully deserving of
judgment.
Like the characterization of most picaros, there is little
development of the motives behind Badman's behavior. He is
as morally static as his Calvinistic reprobation is sure, becoming
more rooted in his sin and increasingly isolated in his blindness.
The world that he lives in is fallen, but there is a sense in
Bunyan's book that Badman's sin makes his experience on earth
worse than it need be. So, while he suffers, Badman is never
characterized as the victim of a hostile and cruel environment.
He is victimized by the consequence of his own choices, while
Creation groans under the weight of his wrong doing, and his
" John Bunyan, The Life and Death of Mr. Badman; Presented to the World in a
Familiar Dialogue Between Mr. Wiseman, and Mr. Attentive, ed. James F. Forrest
and Roger Sharrock (Oxford: Clarendon, 1988), 17.
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neighbours suffer unduly from his deception and exploitation.
As a strict Calvinist, Bunyan minimizes man's role in the
soteriological process, emphasizing, instead, God's sovereignty
and man's utter need for grace. Badman is damned in that he
is simply passed by; whereas, the elect are saved, not because
of their virtue, for all men are sinners, but because, in the
divine scheme of things, their salvation has been pre-ordained
even before the beginning of time. However, there is a
theological puzzle in the Christian's progress as outlined in the
contractual obligations of covenant theology as expressed by
Bunyan, who paradoxically
assumes that the sinner, in spite of his depraved state, is
able to "flye in all haste to Jesus Christ"...Curiously, man
can do nothing to save himself, but apparently he cannot
be saved unless he makes the trek from the City of
Destruction to the wicket gate as the preparation for his
salvation. The grace of Cod is like a flowing river, and
the would-be saint must do his utmost to place himself in
the river's path.'^
Mr. Badman does nothing of the sort, and, unlike the picaro
who is rebuffed for his social pretensions, is welcomed warmly
by society as one of its own. Badman, as both a stereotype of
a sinner and a unique individual made in the image of Cod,
treks nowhere and remains steadfast outside the grace of Cod.
Badman travels from innocence to delinquency, and from
godlessness to hypocrisy and deception, all the time growing
more gargantuan and monstrous, magnifying his lineage as one
of the devil's brats. While many picaresque works are types of
travel narrative, describing in a wealth of detail exotic places
" John Bunyan, The Doctrine of the Law and Grace Unfolded and I will Pray with
the Spirit, ed. Richard L. Greaves, The Miscellaneous Works of John Bunyan, ed.
Roger Sharrock (Oxford: Clarendon, 1976), II: xxxii.
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and foreign customs, Mr. Wiseman describes the world of sin
in a rather ordinary and familiar setting. Most picaros travel
from one place to the next to escape either punishment or
poverty. Badman does neither, but remains stationary and
rooted in transgression. He does not wander about to escape
the despair of grinding poverty. He travels, one might ar^ue,
through the countryside of sin, sidestepping moral censure and
rebelling against all that is decent and upright.
Picaro-like, Badman lives for the moment and for the
immediate gratification.
Once he has wasted his wife's
inheritance, he is forced to use other means to raise money.
The influence of the picaresque is evident because of the realism
of Badman's sin in the long section on mercantile ethics. In A
Being More Intense, Paula Backscheider draws a parallel between
Bunyan's handling of fraudulent business practices and Defoe's:
"Bunyan's Life and Death Mr. Badman offers nearly as complete
a guide to methods of deceit and business ethics as Defoe's
works, but Bunyan locates the fault in the depravity of man
and the nature of a fallen world."" Badman is as corrupt as
many seventeenth-century merchants and tradesmen, and all
Bunyan has to do is to look around contemporary Bedford for
models after whom he could fashion his character, using the
traditions of the picaresque to provide examples for how not to
buy and sell.
In the rapacious world of mercantile economics, Badman is
an enduring reprobate whose picaresque resiliency is unparal
leled. Like the picaro who is able "to endure the vicissitudes of
fortune with equanimity and good humour,"" Badman remains
staunch to his nature, refusing to acknowledge his sin. He is so
proud that he laughs to scorn anyone who dares to confront
him with his faults. Wiseman says, "He was a very proud man,
a Very proud man" (118), but his pride and secure self" Paula Backscheider, A Being More Intense: A Study of the Prose Works of Bunyan,
Swift, and Defoe (New York: AMS Press, 1984), 63.
" Lars Hartveit, Workings of the Picaresque in the British Novel (Atlantic Highlands:
Humanities Press International, 1987), 15.
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confidence are illusory. They keep him from salvation because
they inure him to his need for Christ. He disregards the
Scriptures, saying they "were as a Nose of Wax, and a man may
turn them whithersoever he lists" (127-8). When Badman
marries again, he faces a judgment paralleling the one he
experienced when as an apprentice he changed a good master
for a wicked one. As his wicked master is his equal in sin, so
Badman's second wife is the same sort as he, giving him "word
for word, blow for blow, curse for curse; so that now Mr.
Badman had met with his match" (14^. Badman's marriage to
a whore is a just reward for his life of sin, illustrating the
judgment God sometimes metes out to those who ignore His
dictates. That God does not always punish those who revel in
their sin is a popular misconception that Bunyan thoroughly
debunks in this sacred, yet secular picaresque narrative.
Badman's unwillingness to admit that he is a sinner in need
of Christ's mercy aligns him with the picaro in Quevedo's
Buscon who sinks lower and lower as the book proceeds, ending
"in a state of unrepentant and degraded persistence in the
picaresque life."'^ Badman is unconcerned about the extent of
his wickedness and the distance separating him from God, going
through life blithely and dying full of confidence. He yearns
for freedom as a picaro does, but instead of seeking it in the
discipline and rigor of a godly life, he pursues it in that license
that only imprisons, never liberates. Bunyan's Mr. Badman as
an investigation of evil is like a picaresque biography, spanning
Badman's early childhood, his adulthood, and his death,
illustrating the futility of a life independent of God and the
dangers of treading the primrose way.
When Mr. Badman finally dies, he leaves this world "as
secure, and as much at quiet, as if he had never sinned in all his
life" (149). Throughout his life he has chosen folly over reason.
" J. A. Jones, "The Duality and Complexity of Guzman de Alafarache: Some
Thoughts on the Stractuie and Interpretation of Aleman's Novel," in Knaves and
Swindlers; Essays on the Picaresque Novel in Europe, ed. Christine J. Whitbourn
(London: Oxford University Press, 1974), xiii.
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blindness over sight, and enslavement over freedom. As a
result, "God gave him up now to a reprobate mind, to hardness
and stupidity of Spirit" (159). At the thought of Badman's
death, Wiseman returns to the groaning with which he began
this woeful tale of Badman's life: "Oh! for a man to live in
sin, and to goe out of the world without Repentance for it, is
the saddest Judgement that can overtake a man" (150).
As has been demonstrated already, most of the differences
between Mr. Badman and the picaresque are of little conse
quence. The most obvious distinction that can be made,
though, is in Bunyan's use of dialogue to tell Badman's story.
One can easily see, however, that instead of distancing Mr.
Badman from the picaresque, the dialogue in fact places the
work in the center of the picaresque tradition. By using both
dialogue and didactic commentary, Bunyan successfully presents
the life and death of a rogue. Ulrick Wicks insists that
Mr. Badman is picaresque in its subject matter, tone, and
attitude, but narratively it is on the periphery of the
picaresque mode. The dialogue technique is not absent
from the tradition...but in Mr. Badman the picaro himself
does not participate in the dialogue—in fact, he is already
dead. The lack of a strong first-person narrative voice
from the picaro himself prevents the work from being
fully picaresque. Nonetheless, it is an important book in
the development of English picaresques leading toward
Defoe's Moll Flanders.^''
Wicks's observation about the lack of a first-person narrative in
Mr. Badman, though true, is facile. In Mr. Badman, the lack of
a first-person narrative is most appropriate, for a reprobate can
have no voice of his or her own. Badman is not self-reflexive,
nor is he able to observe the events of his life with any degree
Ulrich Wicks, Picaresque Narrative, Picaresque Fictions: A Theory and Research
Guide (New York: Greenwood Press, 1989), 247.
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of accuracy. He is such an untrustworthy narrator that Bunyan
has no choice but to use dialogue as the primary means to
convey narrative to the reader. Badman's death, though
unconventionally picaresque, is entirely understandable, given
Bunyan's theological conviction that "the wages of sin is death."
Although Mr. Wiseman and Mr. Attentive appear to be two
distant observers, sitting under a tree, talking about the life and
death of a reprobate, and reflecting upon the eternal significance
of his actions, they are, nevertheless, virtually indistinguishable,
and to a limited degree very close to the action. Mr. Wiseman's
position as a familiar, yet distant, narrator enables Bunyan to
make plain the Calvinist doctrines of election, reprobation, and
sanctification to the reader. Bunyan's use of third-person
narration equips him to avoid the danger of such reader
identification that the reader forgets the moral application, a
danger to which all first-person accounts are vulnerable.
Because of Bunyan's artistic balance of narrative and exposition,
one never sympathizes with Mr. Badman. He, instead, repels
the reader, making him consider seriously the alternative to the
primrose way. Rather than distinguish Mr. Badman from the
picaresque tradition, the dialogue between the two interlocutors
underscores Bunyan's theological perspective within the
picaresque.
In the same superficial manner as Bunyan's use of the
dialogue separates Mr. Badman from the picaresque, so does the
apparent lack of social satire. Instead of satirizing the hypocrisy
of society, however, Bunyan satirizes the hypocrisy of false
"professors." His satire is grim and foreboding, seeking to
purify the church of its dross and to urge the saints to pursue
fervently their vocation. For the most part, the sins that rule
and destroy Mr. Badman's life are the very ones that the saints
ignore and tolerate in their own lives. To avoid the tyranny of
sin, the saints need to be ever vigilant and watchful. Wiseman
tells the story of the great man who had lived so long in that
sin, that he had almost lost his sight: "So his Physicians were
sent for, to whom he told his Disease; but they told him, that
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they could do him no good, unless he would forbear his
"Women. Nay then, said h.e, farewell sweet Sight" (50-51). While
this man is yet to become physically blind, he is blind morally,
and like Mr. Badman does not realize his certain damnation.
Satirizing the foolish man's refusal to see the truth and act
upon it, Mr. Badman shifts away from the "confident reliance
on human values to the [picaresque] recognition of the essential
weakness of human nature, which must be disciplined and
conquered before any ideal can be attained."^^ Attentive asserts
that original sin is the origin of all transgression:
root is
sin within-, for from within, out of the heart of man proceedeth
sin" (17). The sin of Badman's youth and early adulthood is
destructive and follows him into his marriage and life as a
businessman and tradesman. He is a wild young man, the
bridle of his lust is loose before him, and he is subjected wholly
to his desires. Badman is enslaved to his insatiable appetite and
is ruined because of his lack of restraint and discipline.
Wiseman says, "his poverty came like one that travelleth, and his
want like an armed man" (64). His degeneracy is heightened
when he is forced to marry for money to clear away all the
debts he has incurred in his debauchery. As an artist in
dissembling, he recalls the holy and virtuous life his parents led
and adopts their mannerisms to deceive a godly maid with a
"good Portion" (66). His wicked deception of his wife is a
deliberate and calculated outrage, and Wiseman castigates him
for his hypocrisy and disregard for God's judgment. Once
Badman marries, he casts off his veneer of faith and resumes his
old life, much to the dismay of Attentive whose sympathies and
compassion are for Mrs. Badman.
Wiseman, however
sympathetic he is for her, does not lighten his assessment of her
situation: she should have received counsel from those more
mature than she and should have discovered more about
Badman's character before agreeing to marry him. Milton, one
suspects, would not have been quite so hard on Mrs. Badman
" Parker, Literature and the Delinquent, 22.
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as Wiseman is, for even angels can be deceived by hypocrites:
"For neither Man nor Angel can discern / Hypocrisy, the only
evil that walks / Invisible, except to God alone.""
It is apparent early in Wiseman's account that Badman, who
is diabolically successful in his duplicity, is no ordinary picaro;
he is not a picaro born in poverty, is not concerned about
personal honor, and has no desire for respectability. Like
Falstaff, he is a composite of sin who is guilty of all transgres
sion: "his whole Life and all his actions, went as it were to the
making up one massie body of sin" (126-7). Since he never
chooses good, except for his own ends, the times when God's
grace is extended to Badman are fleeting. Because he is of the
world, it receives him warmly:
Rather than being traumatic, the evil man's movement
from one society to the next is relatively easy. He is of
the world and any group shares his characteristics. As a
predator instead of a pilgrim, he is in his own milieu.
Christian enters each group alert and ready to flee. Mr.
Badman has little to fear but tedious reproofs from
Christians since they will not corrupt, cheat, or physically
assault him. Christian and Badman travel through the
same world, but because of their differences in election
and personality, those societies into which one is
accepted, the other rejects."
While Christian's election compels him to flee from the City of
Destruction, Badman's wickedness constrains him to forsake his
father's household and the custody of his first master and to
dismiss the stern rebuke he receives from his wife on her death
bed. Badman's journey does not begin, as is typical with the
picaresque, with what Hartveit describes as a typically
picaresque "kind of violent encounter with the world, initiating
" Paradise Lost HI: 682-4.
" Backscheider, A Being More Intense, 6.

180

1650-1850

a process in which the picaro is transformed from innocent
victim to resourceful rogue,It begins, instead, with a futile
attempt to escape from the call of God, and signals the
beginning of Badman's doleful harvest of the consequences of
his sin. Badman continues to sin no matter the degree of God's
dealings with him. Even while a child, he strongly resists the
correction of his parents. Their counsel and reproof are a
tiresome bondage to him, and his inescapable descent into Hell
is as sudden and as inevitable as death itself.
Badman is a picaro who yearns for freedom, but by rebelling
against the call of God, he cannot initiate action or take control
of his destiny, but gradually becomes more enslaved to his lust.
This process of greater imprisonment is exacerbated with each
change in Badman's station. As most picaros, Badman is the
servant of many masters, but his apprenticeship quickly
degenerates into servitude. In a topsy-turvy subverting of the
picaresque norm where the wicked master exploits the
vulnerable apprentice, Badman spurns the good will his master
proffers him by stealing from him. Wiseman explains how
"Badmans Masters purse paid for his drunkenness":
Sometimes he would sell off his Masters Goods, but keep
the Money, that is when he could; also sometimes he
would beguile his Master by taking out his Gashbox: and
when he could do neither of these, he would convey
away of his Masters wares, what he thought would be
least missed, and send or carry them to such and such
: houses, where he knew they would be laid up to his use,
and then appoint set times there, to meet and make
merry with these fellowes. (47)
Badman's deliberate exchanging his good master for an evil is a
new twist that Bunyan adds to the picaresque tradition to
emphasize the increasing degradation of his picaro. Badman's
^ Hartveit, Working of the Picaresque, 15.
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wickedness compels him to run away from the godly master
under whom he had been indentured. By apprenticing with a
new master as wicked as he, Badman of his own volition is
victimized like a picaro. The two disagree and the wicked
master beats Badman for his naughty doings, not to train him
up in godliness, but because Badman's wickedness does not tend
to his master's advantage. The two remaining masters to whom
Badman is subjugated are Sin and Death, and he is able to cheat
neither.
Another remarkable variation on the picaresque design that
Bunyan effects in Mr. Badman is with Badman's parentage,
social status, and motivation. Unlike most picaresque heroes,
Mr. Badman comes from respectable stock. His parents are
devout, not dissolute and successful enough to give him 200
pounds to set up his own business. The usual picaresque hero's
lineage, in contrast, is sordid—the mother a whore and the
father unknown. Badman completely disregards the godly
nobility of his parents' lineage, striving to separate himself from
it and to assume the Devil's legacy as his own. Wiseman
explains how liars become married to the devil. In contrast, the
line of Badman's parents reaches all the way back to Abel who
"offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain."^' As
well, it is the son, not the parents, who is associated with
prostitution, another element of the picaresque that Bunyan
subverts in Mr. Badman. Badman is not born into poverty, he
is not concerned with personal honor, and he has no desire for
respectability. Instead, he spends most of his life trying to
shake himself free from the moral and spiritual constraints
imposed upon him by God, his parents, and the community of
saints.
Because the picaro is forced to survive in a cruel and hostile
world without the support of friends, family, and career, he, or
she must often resort to trickery, theft, and deception in order
to survive. Badman, in contrast, has no such justification for
Hebrews 11: 4.
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his actions and is the agent of his own downfall. As a dishonest
apprentice, he steals from his master; as an irresponsible son,
he wastes his father's good fortune; as a profligate husband, he
disgracefully squanders his wife's dowry; and as a profiteering
merchant, he breaks trust with his customers, using false
weights and measures, charging twice, selling his commodities
as dear as he can, and making "prey of his neighbours necessity"
(111). With little concern, Badman "is always thrown back
upon himself and his own inescapable loneliness,"^^ a parodic
expression of the "isolated man" who must make a pilgrimage
to the Celestial City all by himself, if need be, and a composite
satire of those false "professors" who will be as surely damned
as Mr. Ignorant in The Pilgrim's Progress. An alienated picaro,
Badman traverses the primrose way, exemplifying the strict
Calvinist precepts of reprobation, judgment, and damnation.
Badman's end contrasts with that of most picaros, for, while
they quite often achieve their childhood dreams, he does not.
He lives only to satisfy his lusts, but in return, they drive him
to his death. The very thing he seeks to please becomes the
agent of his own undoing. His unrepentant death, though not
unheard of in picaresque literature, is certainly not common.
Badman dies bereft and isolated, a braggadocio so full of himself
that he has no room for the things of God and the needs of
others. The precise nature of Badman's death—as quiet as a
lamb—is provided as the reward for the reader who stays the
course, and there are numerous places in the narrative where
Mr, Attentive tries unsuccessfully to return Mr. Wiseman to his
account of Badman's life and, more importantly, death.
Wiseman, however, remains resolute, faithfully drawing out the
spiritual significance in each event of Mr. Badman's wicked life,
weaving together sacred commentary and the secular literary
tradition of the picaresque. By doing so, Bunyan forces those
readers who yearn for tightly structured narrative and closure
to endure long sermons and eternal ambivalence. In a story
" Hartveit, Workings of the Picaresque, 9.
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about the life and the death of a reprobate, there can be nothing
satisfactory. Even the telling of it is distasteful for Badman goes
to his grave without hope, and the reader is outraged at the
futility of such human existence.
While most picaresque fictions provide the reader with much
vicarious pleasure, describing in detail both the foreign and the
distant, the lurid and the illegitimate, the pious Mr. Attentive
has quite a different experience. Rather than being titillated by
the account of an arch sinner casually flouting the laws of God,
Attentive is impatient to get to the end of the narrative. The
way of sin is just not glamorous enough to captivate Attentive
who has "tasted the good word of God, and the powers of the
world to come."^^ Attentive waits to the end of Wiseman's
narrative, not held in suspense by the picaresque account of
Badman's life, but by the desire to see God vindicated and
Badman justly punished. Parker writes of the dilemma that all
writers of picaresque literature face when describing the
temptations of their protagonists while warning their readers to
shun wickedness:
Psychological plausibility requires the author to convey
something of the attractiveness of sin in general—the
nature, that is to say, of temptation—and the particular
satisfaction his character gets, or thinks it gets, from
committing sin. Because the character is not psychotic
but an ordinary man, the truthful and honest account of
how he falls deeper into sin cannot but be a temptation
to anyone who reads it to enjoy transgression in imagination.^"*
Certainly, that which tempts the picaro should be appealing to
everyone; it needs to be attractive, seductive, and alluring, or
it will not be temptation; but, the real challenge that Bunyan
Hebrews 6: 4.
Parker, Literature and the Delinquent, 35.

184

mo-mo

faces, and one which Parker ignores, is to appeal to an audience
of the converted who are shocked and dismayed by Badman's
insatiable lust for sin, while attracting an audience of the
unconverted who might turn from their wicked ways.
Through the picaresque, Bunyan is able to educate Christian
readers about the way of holiness while warning Badman's kith
and kin about impending judgment.
Mr. Badman, then, as a picaresque fiction is a remarkable
variation of the traditional design, Bunyan manipulating the
conventions of the picaresque for theological purposes.
Although Mr. Badman is similar to Mateo Aleman's in many
ways, there is an essential difference that cannot be ignored.
Bunyan's anti-hero is far too pathetic a creature to be
picaresque. He sins in spite of all that he knows to be true and
does not repent even though he has been given many
opportunities. Like a prodigal son who has wasted his father's
inheritance, Badman has nowhere to turn but home. Unlike
the prodigal in the New Testament, however, Badman scorns
his homecoming and dies in isolation, alienated from Him who
loved him most.

